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Before the 1840s only a few Chinese coolies and labourers had 
come to the Pacific region, but in the gold-rushes of 1848 and 1854 in 
California, Eastern Australia, New Zealand and British Columbia, they 
came en masse. With the discovery of rich gold-fields in Australia. 
Hong Kong agents recruited indentured Chinese labour for the new fields. 
Unlike their European counterparts, most Chinese had to receive 
assistance from their countrymen in order to immigrate. Many used the 
services of their relatives as collateral while others were sent out by 
Chinese merchants to work on the gold-fields for fixed wages. While on 
the fields, most Chinese were responsible to a bead man representing 
Chinese speculators; miners were totally subject to these agents for 
the duration of their contracts. 
The rapid influx of Chinese onto southern gold-fields caused 
governments to fear that without restriction. Chinese would soon 
2 
outnumber British in Australia. Consequently. Victoria and New South 
Wales imposed legislation restricting the number of Chinese immigrants 
according to the tonnage of shipping and pajnnent of entrance and 
3 
resident taxes. In Queensland the first restrictions on Chinese 
immigrants were enforced in 1870, one year after the proclamation of 
the Gilbert River gold-field. This legislation controlled the number 
of Chinese on the gold-fields by the imposition of a poll tax, special 
miners' rights and business licence fees, and the prohibition of 
Chinese from a new gold-field for three years unless they had discovered 
it. Queensland's restrictive legislation was representative of the 
attitudes European miners held towards their Asian equivalents and was 
indeed part of a developing white-Australia policy. 
Perhaps the earliest demonstration of anti-Chinese sentiment 
on Queensland gold-fields occurred at Crocodile Creek where European 
miners rushed a Chinese claim. The discovery of gold near a Chinese 
camp was followed by a rush which resulted in racial riots. The 
European miners' success in terrorising the Chinese drove them off the 
field and set the precedent (quickly supported by Gilbert miners) for 
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similar occurrences on other gold-fields. On the arrival of some five 
hundred Chinese at the Gilbert, one observer reported that Europeans 
"were at once alive to the necessity of dislodging 'John' before he 
obtained a footing". The Chinese were presented an ultimatum to leave 
by two hundred Europeans; after the second ultimatum they left for 
g 
Normanton. The Europeans had succeeded in their anti-Chinese campaign: 
There are many reasons why the Chinese should 
not be permitted to dig in the neighbourhood 
of Gilberton and whenever they attempt it. 
they will be driven off whatever may be the 
consequences.9 
These words were more wishful thinking than actuality because in 
August 1869, Chinese were permitted on the field, though not without 
violence. The orator did not specify his grievances against the 
Chinese but in all probability he was one of the many who opposed the 
Chinese for reasons of prejudice. Perhaps he was one of those who 
condemned the Chinese on the ground that they brought to the colony 
unwarranted expense; once in the colony the Chinese were entitled to 
police protection which was very costly because of threats from 
prejudiced Europeans, Aborigines and from trouble within their oira 
circles. 
In their attempts to settle on the Gilbert Chinese were in 
frequent need of police protection from European belligerence. 
Repeatedly Chinese were "beaten and knocked off the ground, their 
horses and rations taken from them and they had to run to save their 
lives." Their admittance to the field in August 1869 was the reason 
for severe European condemnation: once on the field the Chinese were 
eligible to stake their claims on new gold-finds. Because gold in the 
region was widely distributed and the field very extensive, new rushes 
were frequent. In many of these rushes it became the question of who 
arrived first, the European or Chinaman; these disputes were seldom 
solved without violence. The dispute on Western Creek was almost 
identical to those elsewhere: "Last week there was a bit of a shindig 
at Western Creek owing to master John Chinaman intruding himself on 
12 
these diggings." The Chinese neglected warnings not to enter the 
field and as a result, "their camps were rushed, all their property 
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13 burnt and themselves driven off by the Europeans." The conflict 
reflected the "irrepressible antipathy of the European races to the 
14 
Chinese." Any influx of Chinese to the new areas on the Gilbert led 
t6 a public outcry which resulted in a determined effort to resist 
the "celestials" at all costs, with violence if necessary. 
It was no wonder that Chinese needed protection. The doctrine 
of equal rights of citizenship would not be tolerated on the Gilbert. 
Europeans argued that in order to avoid racial collision it was 
necessary to exclude Chinese from the field: 
It is unwise to force this race into 
competition with Europeans as they 
have been in other colonies and it 
is clear that while active repugnance 
to the Chinese was exhibited they 
never obtained a footing on a gold 
field and such will be the case here.16 
Even though the Chinese on the Gilbert were actively 
repressed they were most effective in their resistance; in many 
instances it was the European who needed protection from the Chinese. 
Considerable excitement was caused in 1870 when a party of Chinese 
attacked a group of European diggers. A correspondent reported: 
"...they had been attacked by tenChinamen with knives, shovels, picks 
and other weapons and one of our number had his skull fractured and 
arm broken." The incident arose from a claim dispute. Only a week 
later there was another Chinese attack in which a German received 
18 
serious wounds to the head and shoulder. Similarly, the incident 
arose from a claim dispute in an area where again Chinese outnumbered 
Europeans. Where a minority, Europeans were much more careful in 
expressing their sentiments and frequently Chinese, rightly or wrongly, 
took possession of creeks where Europeans were outnumbered. In these 
predicaments Europeans promptly curbed their hostile reactions. Two or 
three miners expressed alarm in one such instance when confronted by a 
number of Chinese armed with revolvers and knives. The Chinese 
supposedly asserted: "You Europeans roll up ehl - By - A Chinaman roll 
19 
up this time I Some of your fellows want to be shot, you do!" 
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For most of the period under review, the Chinese constituted 
20 
about half the total population; it was therefore common for small 
European parties to encounter large Chinese clusters. In these 
situations the Chinese not only gained confidence in their resistance 
but also became the victims of intensified anti-Chinese bias from 
already-prejudiced Europeans. As Europeans became aware of increasing 
numbers of Chinese their prejudice strengthened and reporters stressed 
the increasing delicacy of the subject. On Australian gold-fields 
generally the Chinese were less resistant than on the Gilbert: but, 
"it remained for their countrymen in the neighbourhood of Gilberton to 
assume a defiant overbearing and bullying attitude towards the 
21 Europeans." This was probably because nun 
equal to Europeans than on many gold-fields. 
mbers of Chinese were more 
Antagonism was not only prevalent between Chinese and 
Europeans but also between Chinese and Aborigines who were said to 
22 favour Oriental flesh. On the Gilbert there is no evidence apart 
from legend to suggest the Chinese were cannibalized by Aborigines. 
It is clear, however, that Aborigines showed little mercy in their 
attacks on the Chinese who were frequent victims of Aboriginal 
23 
assault. Whether this was because the Chinese were in the main 
24 
without arms, because as exclusively alluvial diggers they occupied 
the more isolated and unprotected areas of the field is not clear. In 
all probability the Chinese were attacked for both these reasons. 
Whatever the case, police were obliged to protect Chinese from Aborigines 
and this was resented because of the cost. 
Besides preventing racial collision between the conglomeration 
of races on the field, police were also responsible for protecting the 
Chinese from internal dissension and crime within their own circles. 
These occurrences were common and are exemplified in the following 
affair between two Chinamen over money debts: 
A scuffle ensued during which knives were 
drawn. Ah Fat being stabbed in the right 
breast severing the nipple and when he fell 
forward on his face he received another 
wound in the vicinity of the seventh rib 
and died five minutes later.25 
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The murderer was taken to the police station where he hung himself in 
his cell on a length of clothes line; the whole affair was over in less 
than twenty minutes. One writer commented: "by the murderer taking 
the law into his own hands [killing himself] at least four hundred 
pounds was saved by not having to prosecute him to conviction at 
26 
Rockhampton." Anti-Chinese propagandists regarded a trial as an 
unnecessary expense as the incident would not have occurred had the 
Chinese been excluded from the field. 
Furthermore, anti-Chinese bigots argued that "celestials" were 
degraded and immoral colonists who through their unclean habits 
introduced dangerous diseases. One Gilberton miner on visiting 
Chinatown commented: 
The effluvium which greets the olfactory 
nerves on passing through is abcmiinable. 
The filth must be the means of generating 
those dangerous noxious vapors that cause 
typhoid and other fevers which are so fatal 
to life. I trust the authorities will see 
the necessity of appointing a sanitary 
inspector, for these celestial gentlemen 
have already a nest of pigsties in the 
main track close to the township and 
adjoining the site for the crushing 
machine which imparts anything but a 
pleasant sensation in the sense of smell 
to those who are unfortunately compelled 
to pass that way.27 
There is no further evidence to support the notion that Chinese on the 
Gilbert were less healthy than the Europeans though there are myths to 
28 the contrary. It is interesting to note that between 1870 and 1872 
when Chinese and European populations were fairly balanced, there were 
29 116 deaths on the Gilbert. Of these. 57 were Chinese and 59, 
European. If these statistics are a valid indication then it seems the 
Chinese were no less healthy than Europeans. Certainly, criticism of 
the Chinese on the Gilbert on the grounds that they were disseminators 
of dangerous diseases was unfounded. 
Europeans often accused the Chinese of not prospecting for 
themselves but merely taking over claims temporarily abandoned by 
Europeans. When a new rush occurred restless Europeans often left their 
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working claims in pursuit of something better, intending to return if 
their new venture failed. Often they returned to find Chinese in 
possession; conflict was almost inevitable. As on other North Queensland 
fields, the European digger generally pioneered the new and unprospected 
land while the Chinaman was content to follow. After picking the 
surface of this new land the unsettled European moved on for something 
better leaving behind a vacuum. This was rapidly filled by the 
Chinaman, who, in the event of failure beyond, left no opening for a 
European return. 
Chinese were noted for being able to make money in areas 
where Europeans could not. One writer attributed this ability to the 
intrinsic quality of patience in the Chinese disposition. He believed 
that while gold was so minutely distributed over a large area, a 
patient and Industrious race like the Chinese would find it a miners' 
paradise while the less patient European regarded it as "a sort of 
30 
mundane limb unworthy of his race and destiny." A Chinaman could 
live comfortably on thirteen or fourteen shillings per week and save 
any profit, whereas the European needed to find gold worth three pounds 
31 ten shillings a week to make tucker. The Chinese were less demanding 
in their diet than the Europeans and therefore needed less gold to 
live comfortably. 
Owing to the nature of the Chinese diet and life, they had 
little demand for the dutiable goods on which Europeans were so 
dependent. It was therefore argued that Chinese failed to contribute 
to government revenue. Furthermore, Chinese were accused of not paying 
for miners' rights on the Gilbert and so again not contributing to 
government revenue. There seemed little ground for this grievance, 
there being no indication whatsoever to suggest that Chinese were 
deficient in their pajrments. 
fcb The question of Chinese business aroused significant 
resentment among Europeans. In many instances Chinese undercut 
European proprietors or overcharged on goods in short supply. One 
observer reported: 
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John seems to be able to keep things to his 
own price. For instance brandy the other 
day was £2-10 per gallon, a quantity of 
Martell's arrived yesterday and as I write 
brandy is down to £1-10 per gallon.32 
European resentment came to a head when a deputation of European 
storekeepers and publicans presented a petition to Commissioner St. 
George urging him to prevent Chinese storekeepers from establishing 
themselves in Georgetown and so competing with European vendors. They 
argued that the gold-field was first developed by European enterprise, 
capital and labour combined. The reefs were worked on the speculation 
of European storekeepers and capitalists in conjunction with the miner, 
and the Chinese should not be entitled to compete for business. 
Europeans further argued that if Chinese were allowed to compete for 
European trade they would by their system of trade monopolize the 
33 principal part of the cash trade in the district. But their petition 
failed and Commissioner St. George replied: 
I am placed here to mete out even handed 
and Impartial justice to men of all 
classes, creeds and colours. And were I 
to [do as you suggest] I would not merely 
fail to do my duty but also violate the 
trust reposed to me by the government.34 
St. George's rejection of the petition subjected him to much 
criticism. One miner wrote to a newspaper asking: 
Can you, Mr. Editor tell me why these 
northern goldfield Commissioners have 
such a hankering after the Chinese? It 
cannot be a philanthropic feeling. If 
so it is developed in a very eccentric 
manner for with them John is never wrong, 
never defrauds the revenue, never breaks 
the mining rules and if he happens to 
break any of the statistics he is most 
mercifully dealt with more so than even 
a kidnapped Polynesian.35 
The miner in his emotional concern was confounding impartiality with 
prejudice. In most circumstances Commissioners on the Gilbert were 
surprisingly just in their attitudes to the Chinese but many bigoted 
Europeans attributed this justice to a pro-Chinese prejudice or even 
bribery. Of the 'rice man' and 'rum man' one writer noted that. 
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"experience proves that the rice man is the favourite with the gold 
Commissioners or speaking more plainly the rice man makes presents of 
36 
nuggets, the Europeans don't." 
Anti-Chinese sentiment on the Gilbert was a racial issue, not 
a problem of assimilation. Once on the field the Chinese remained a 
commtinity apart. As their numbers increased it was feared they might 
outnumber Europeans and procure all the gold, a very real fear 
considering the large proportion of Chinese on the field. The anti-
Chinese legislation, restricting the number of Chinese from penetrating 
goldfields until three years after its discovery, was not passed in 
Queensland until 1870. As the Gilbert was proclaimed a year earlier, 
Chinese were legally entitled to enter the field at will. In the 
Gilbert's early months they were forcefully prevented from doing so 
but in August 1869 problems on the field, particularly food shortages, 
secured their admittance. 
 Throughout North Queensland the Chinese were popularly 
 37 
regarded as the "gardners of the North" or the "fathers of 
38 
agriculture." When food became scarce, hunger humbled the pride and 
changed the feelings of many Europeans who reluctantly admitted the 
"celestials". Soon they were deemed the men for the North: "they 
being acclimatized and their habits suit them in every way for settling 
39 in this part of the country." Some even said that the Chinese had 
more energy in working for tucker owing to their adaptability to hot 
climates. But the idea that there are no surer guarantees of equality 
40 
among men than poverty and misfortune, was not applicable on the 
Gilbert. Although their presence in Gilberton was in the main tolerated 
there was no attempt by Europeans to form any association with the 
Chinese. 
The Chinese remained totally separate and distinct in their 
mode of living; their customs, dress and physical appearance differed 
from the heterogeneous collection of humanity on the field. On the 
Chinese arrival in Gilberton the Queenslander reported? 
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The township is swarming with celestials who 
are forming their own town behind Commissioners 
Hill. The Chinamen are in great glee at being 
allowed on the diggings. They have two 
butcher shops and gardens are in the course of 
preparation so we may look forward to some 
salad and a fresh supply of vegetables.41 
The Chinese are allowed on the field in the hope that they would provide 
food which is exactly what they did. 
How difficult is the aspect of Gilberton to 
what it was eight months ago...Beautiful 
vegetable gardens are to be found around, 
one of them cultivated on the terrace 
principle similar to that of China.^2 
With the admission of Chinese, Gilberton had rapidly expanded. Building 
proliferated and the substantial structures suggested a degree of 
permanency. A human hive of tents and humpies filled the town which 
43 
was situated on what is now known as Ah Cong Flat. On visiting Ah 
Cong Flat my attention was drawn to the remaining fireplaces which 
reveal something of the organization of the town. Fireplaces were laid 
44 
out in rectilinear lines, about six in each row. These rows were 
separated by streets which divided the town. Unlike the European town 
where camps were scattered everywhere, the Chinese settlement appeared 
organized and well planned. Their cemetery, about one mile away from 
Chinatown, was well laid out in three rows of about thirteen graves in 
45 
each. The Europeans did not have a cemetery; their dead were buried 
anywhere convenient. Chinatown contained eating houses, public 
gambling places, opium restaurants and Joss houses. They kept poultry 
and pigs which were consumed at festivals. The annual Chlng Ming 
46 festival was both a time of sacrifice and festivity. On the eve of 
the festival nothing hot was eaten and no fires were lit for twenty-four 
hours. Chinese paid tribute to their ancestors by placing food gifts 
on the graves at the cemetery. The food was left for their ancestral 
47 
spirits: "niggers are spirits too", and so on returning to the graves 
Chinese were thrilled to see that their ancestors had devoured the 
sacrifices. The Aborigines were also thrilled, having feasted on such 
readily available food. 
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With a thriving Chinese community it was not long before they 
48 
monopolized the business. But at least as one Gilbertonian 
commented, "we have all kinds of luxuries now supplied by the Chinaman 
49 
- pork, fowls, mutton, beef and all kinds of vegetables and salads'. 
So while Europeans actively opposed the Chinese they were simultaneously 
enjoying the food which the celestials provided. The irony is well-
illustrated in the following attitude: "...there are worse colonists 
than John - he never lowers wages and he is a kind-hearted fellow if 
one is hard up for a feed." 
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